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The Limits of the Scientist's ResponsibiNty 
To Communicate With Laymen 
JAMES M. LUFKIN' 
Honeywell, Inc. 
The scientist's responsibility to communicate with the 
layman is limited first by the layman's ability to under-
stand him, and second by the layman's "need to know." 
These are very real limits, and in fairness, they should 
always be considered carefully in any assessment of the 
scientist's social responsibility. 
By "layman," I mean anyone who is not a specialist in 
the science we are considering at the moment. I mean 
the general public, and every member of that public who 
is not actually a working colleague of the scientist in 
question. That scientist is himself a layman, of course, 
the minute he steps out of his laboratory, or classroom, 
or reaches for a journal outside his own field. 
Now we really have no right to expect the scientist to 
explain his work to people who are not capable of under-
standing it. But, on the other hand, the scientist who 
communicates only with a coterie of experts is serving 
neither the scientific community nor the general public 
as he should. 
I am afraid that the educated layman's ability to un-
derstand is very generally underestimated by scientists. 
Most scientific and technical people think laymen can't 
understand science and technology because they have 
tried to get through to them and have failed. But what 
if the failure has very little to do with the listener's or 
reader's intelligence, but a great deal to do with the 
speaker's or writer's ability to express his ideas? 
The scientist who cannot state his purpose, his 
method, and his conclusions in relatively plain English 
without the extensive use of esoteric language, certainly 
cannot "get through" to the layman. In fact, the matter 
is more serious than that: The scientist who cannot do 
this may not even be able to "get through" to his own 
colleagues. 
Gaelic To the Deaf 
The transmitting of technical details to one's profes-
sional co-workers is relatively easy. But as the intended 
audience widens to include first, others in the same field 
who are not intimately acquainted with the subject, and 
next, other scientists or technologists whose main con-
cern is with other disciplines-as the audience widens in 
this way, the formulation of generalizations which those 
people will understand becomes increasingly difficult. 
Finally, the task of describing a really subtle or complex 
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scientific concept to an out-and-out layman can be ex-
tremely difficult. Nevertheless, many of the giants of sci-
ence and technology have done it frequently and have 
done it very well. This is an art to be cultivated. In any 
case, I cannot agree with Mel Thistle, Director of Public 
Relations for the National Science Council in Ottawa, 
who says that telling the layman about advances in basic 
science is like declaiming Gaelic poetry to a deaf sea 
gull. If he is right, we had better teach that sea gull to 
hear while we've got him in college. And then we'd bet-
ter stop shouting at him in Gaelic. 
If the first limit to the scientist's responsibility to com-
municate with the layman is fixed by the layman's ability 
to understand him, and if that understanding is often a 
function of the scientist's own ability to express himself, 
what about the second limit: the layman's "need to 
know"? 
When the layman in question is another scientist 
whose cooperation is needed for the success of the same 
project, his "need to know" is obvious and it is usually 
respected. For example, the greatest single advance in 
archaeology in the past 65 years has been the develop-
ment of an extensive chronology for about two million 
years of human prehistory. This achievement has been 
made possible by a great deal of effective, two-way com-
munication between archaeologists on one hand and a 
number of specialists from entirely separate fields on the 
other'. But in the past 5 or 10 years, this has been fol-
lowed by a series of archaeological investigations con-
ducted by whole teams of scientists from quite different 
disciplines working together. In the next few years, we 
are going to need more and more cooperative work of 
this kind, and it is going to require more extensive and 
more effective interprofessional communication than we 
have ever had before. For archaeology and for prehis-
toric anthropology, the demand will be for advances in 
paleo---ecology, a formidably difficult field compounded of 
several sciences ( for example, not only geology, anthro-
pology and archaeology, but also climatology, zoology, 
botany, and paleobotany). Specialists within each of 
these fields will have to be able to understand each 
other's generalizations at least, and the ecologist will have 
to be able to understand a great deal more than that. 
Without specialists who can express themselves very well 
indeed, there can be no science of ecology. 
The Kensington Stone 
But communication between scientists is one thing, 
and communication from the scientist to the non-scien-
tific layman may be quite another. The Kensington rune 
stone, to take a convenient local example, is a monu-
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ment-to the failure of this kind of communication. The 
archaeologists and the linguistic scientists-particularly 
those qualified to deal with runic inscriptions-dismissed 
the thing as a hoax 65 years ago. There was a little con-
troversy, but very little among persons who were really 
qualified to evaluate the inscription. Then, in 1958, a 
professor of Scandinavian philology published a book 
that reviewed all the evidence and proved, apparently to 
everybody's satisfaction, that the stone was a hoax. But 
the public in general still thinks it genuine. We would all 
like to believe in it, of course, and the popular press has 
obligingly fed our dreams. But still, the thing is a fake, 
and it is widely believed to be genuine. The scientists 
have not "got through" to the general public with their 
articles in the learned journals. The problem is that the 
most devastating evidence against the stone is contained 
in the language and orthography of the inscription. It is 
not easy to give popular accounts of this sort of thing. 
That deaf sea gull again. Only this time it's not Gaelic, 
but medieval Swedish. And in runic characters at that. 
Perhaps so. But the layman here is really the general 
public-educated and uneducated alike-and he deserves 
better information than he has been getting. 
Now if scientists fail to "get through" to the layman 
on a subject that "doesn't really matter" ( and I should 
think that the falsification of history does matter) then 
how do we fare when the subject is really important? 
That Noisome Silent Spring 
Not long ago, several million people clapped their 
hands and said, "Oh, look at all these lovely poisons! 
Let's fill the atmosphere with them and kill everything 
we don't like!" 
A good many scientists were terrified, and they wrote 
warnings in the form of reports in the technical journals. 
Gaelic again. Nobody heard them. And there was much 
debate about whether the scientist who invents a poison 
is responsible for what certain idiots do with it. ( It can 
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be argued that he is not responsible in this way, and I 
am inclined to agree, but is that scientist not also a citi-
zen? Is he not also a human being? Or is he merely the 
salaried inventor of a necessary poison?) Finally Rachel 
Carson published her Silent Spring. Communication with 
the public was established. In the uproar that followed, 
a number of things were forgotten. First of all, the author 
was accused of being "unscientific," as if she were not a 
nationally recognized ecologist, and as if this book, like 
her earlier The Sea Around Us were a scientific report. 
Silent Spring was not a scientific report. It was a tract, 
and a pretty shrill one at that. You have to be shrill when 
you're dealing with a deaf sea gull about to commit sui-
cide. And at least, it was in plain English. 
The layman's "need to know" in matters of this kind 
is absolute. The price of liberty is eternal vigilance. And 
in an increasingly technological world, the price of sur-
vival itself is eternal vigilance. As for the layman's "need 
to know" about any specific work of science, a fair ques-
tion for the scientist to ask himself is, "How important is 
this work I'm doing?" For if it is trivial, he need not 
trouble himself about communicating it. And if it is 
really important-if it may affect the fives of others or 
even their views of themselves or of the world they live 
in-then he must ten the public about it. 
The layman's need to know may have to be abridged 
by private or commercial interests, and it may have to 
be restricted by the needs of national security, but for 
the most part he does need to know, and he deserves to 
be told. 
The scientist must ten the layman as much as he can, 
and his responsibility to do this-however it may be lim-
ited by a few special circumstances-is greater than ever 
as our lives become more and more dominated by scien-
tific and technological changes. It may well be the great-
est responsibility ever borne by any group of professional 
people in our history. 
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